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Images OfAsia-Pacific Nations
Among Hong Kong Students
This article examines the Images offive Asia-Pacific nations and their
people among Hong Kong university students. It was found that
Australia has the "best image followed by Singapore and Malaysia.
The results from the Bogardus Social DIstance Scale indicated that
Hong Kong university students felt closer to Australians and
Singaporeans, while less close to Malaysians, Indonesians and Filipinos.
The respondents advise Australians to learn Cantonese, watch Hong
Kong movies and television and visit non-tourist areas in order to
understand Hong Kong better.
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Political and social changes brought about by the forces of
regional economic integration have made contacts between
peoples in Asia-Pacific countries unavoidable. However, much
of what the people know of each other are based on interpretations
of "images" from the mass media or other second-hand sources.
According to Merrill (1962), an image is synonymous with a
"stereotype" or "generalised picture". It is a composite of
impressions that form a dominant "representation" and a
consolidated characterisation of a people and government.
Boulding (1956) observed that an image could attract friendly or
hostile actions, and It does not matter whether the image is true
or not as long as the nation is mindful of the images held by others.
The objective of this study 1 is to examine the 1mages of
fIve nations in the region, namely, Australia, Malaysia, Singapore,
Indonesia and the Philippines, among university students m Hong
Kong. We are also interested in knowing what suggestions they
would make to foreigners who want to know about Hong Kong.
Hong Kong people's self-image is reflected to some extent through
these suggestions because they tend to highlight what is
considered to be important and unique in Hong Kong.
There have been many studies on the cultural identity of
Australia, Japan, China and Southeast Asian nations. (See Irwin,
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1996: 138-149for acomprehensive introduction ofrelevant bzbliography).

But studies on Hong Kong people's images of other nations are
few. One was done from the vantage point of Hong Kong on the
image about Australians (Wang, 1994). He found that Australia
in Asia was conceived as a migrant state, with English hentage,
"medium power", relative economic declme and great potential.
Australia is thought of by Asians to be like the United States and
Canada. It has an image of having a high standard of living, a
liberal and democratic political system, an admirable set of laws,
quality education, excellent infrastructure and a tolerant and caring
people. (Wang 1994, cited in Irwm 1996:89).

This study selected two classes of journalIsm and
communication final year students at the Chinese University of
Hong Kong as the sample. The reason for not having a larger and
representative sample is a lack of resources. Although it cannot
represent the Hong Kong population, this sample reflects to some
extent the educated and relatively infonned citizens' picture about
the countries under study. The two classes were CommunicatIOn
Theories and International CommunicatIon. Students in these two
classes are assumed to know more about the outside world and
the ramifications of cultural stereotypes. If tiley do not have a
favourable Image about a particular country and its people, the
rest in Hong Kong will probably not have a better one.
A questionnaire was distributed to each of the students by
their lecturer during the class in the absence of the researcher. They
were asked to fill out the questions anonymously and return to
the lecturer. All students present in class returned their
questionnarre s.
The study was done in late April 1996. Most of the questIons
were open-ended. The respondents were asked to briefly describe
their impressions about the countries under study. They were also
asked about their impressions of the people in the five countries.
In other words, we separated the images of the country from the
images of the people, becau~e these two unages need not be the
same
In addition, they were asked if they have friends or relatives
in those countnes as it may make a difference in their impresslOns
about the coootries. For the multi-ethnic societies of Australia,
Singapore and Malaysia, the respondents were asked to mdIcate
which race(s) they were referring to when they described the
people. For example, when they gave their impressions of
Australians, they were asked to indIcate whether they referred to
the "Whites", "Aborigines", or "Others". They could check more
than one answer.
AswPaClfic MedwEducarar. Itblume /.1. September /996

Image
Descriptions:
Bogardus
Social Distance
Scale

135

PAUL LEE: lmoges offiveAsia.Pacific .,.

Then they were asked to rate different people along a
modified Bogardus Social Distance Scale (Sarantakos, 1994:85).
The Bogardus scale has been used widely by social scientists. It
has been shown to have a very high split-half reliability (r is equal
to or greater than .90), a high content validity and a satIsfactory
overall validity (Kimmon, 1990).
Respondents were asked if they would accept people from
different countries as their relatives by marriage, good friends,
neighbours, colleagues, acquaintances, visitors or someone to be
expelled from Hong Kong. They only need to pick one chOIce as
an item on this scale, which implies the person's positIOn in
relation to the rest. For example, if someone picks the last item of
expelling a foreigner from his/her place, he/she would not
logically pick the choice above it ie., accepting that foreigner as a
visitor or good friend.
A total of 89 questionnaires were returned. The mean age
of the sample was 20.2 with a median famlly income in the range
of HK$10,OOl - 20,000. A t-test was run to see if there was any
signifIcant difference between genders in the acceptance of
foreigners on the Bogardus Social Distance Scale. The result
showed that there was no significant difference. About 79% were
females.
An overwhelming majority of students (over 93%) had no
friends or relatives in Australia, Singapore and IndonesIa. 18% of
the them had friends and relatives in Malaysia, 11% had frlends
and relatives in the Philippines and 11% had employed Filipino
household helpers in their family.

Images Of
Australia

The most frequent descriptions of Austraha were:

Kangaroos; beautiful; sun and beach; peaceful; raCIal discrimmation; skin
cancer; and a placefor migratwn.
The words and phrases most frequently used to describe
Australian people were: Fat; white; friendly; open; warm, Engllsh

d7fficult to understand; Europeans and Americans alike; highly educated;
raewl dlscnmination.
An overwhelming majority (91%) of the respondents
referred to "the WhItes" when they described Australian people.
In general, Hong Kong universlty students' impression of
Australia and its people were good. These findings are consistent
with Wang's earlier observations. Among Hong Kong students,
Australia belongs to or lS very similar to the West hke America
and Europe. The Australians are White people. They are warm,
friendly, highly educated, and nicer Westerners. The place is a
good place to live with small populatIOn, open space, beautiful
natural environment and lovely animals. The problem wlth the
ozone layer and skm cancer is a concern though. In recent years,
lots of Hong Kong people have emigrated to Australia. Thus, lt
136
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is not surprising that many described it as a place for migration.
The single negative image about Australia relates to "racial
discrimination". Earlier findings about Australia's image in Asia
(Races, 1963; Kelabora, 1993) have also mdicated the anti-Asian
conception among Asians. It should, however, be noted that out
of the 89 respondents, only one-fifth cited "racml discrimination"
to describe Australia or Australians. Irwin (1996) IS probably right
m pointing out that memories of racism and the White Australia
policy are still alIve in ASIa.
On the other hand, 13% and nearly half (49%) of the students
were willing to accept Australians as relatives by marriage and
good friends respectively (Table 1). There is no significant
difference between male or female students in this attitude.
Table 1: Hong Kong University Students' Acceptance
Of Foreigners By Classification (%)
CI ..\SSIrlCATION

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

As:

Relatives
Good Friends
Neighbours
Colleagues
Speaking Acquaint.
Visitors to HK
Someone To
Be Expelled
• Total %
N

S'I'ORf'\NS

M'SII\\S

13%
49%
13%
10%
1.0%
14%

12%
47%
7.0%
16%

1.0%

0%
100%
87

0%

AllST

8%

10%

100%
87

38%

13%
12%
17%
20%
0%
101%"
87

INDO\

FIIII'I'OS

2.0%
34%
11%
12%
21%
19%

1.0%
28%
14%
7.0%
26%
21%

1.0%
100%

3.0%
100%

86

87

* Adds up to more than 100% due to rounding errors.
The most frequent descriptions for Singapore as a place
were: Clean; tidy; strict; stern; and dlctatonal
The descriptors used for Singaporeans were:

D~sciplmed,

Images Of
Singapore

obedient; arrogant, hardworking; good educatwn; good Engllsh; similar
to Hong Kong people
As more than 70% of Singaporeans are Chinese, the
respondents tend to treat it as similar to their own (Chinese
constitutes 98% of Hong Kong's populatIon). Singaporeans were
conceived to be hardworking, obedient and well-disciplmed.
It IS interesting to note one of the respondent's conceptIOn
that Singaporeans could easily be caned -- obviously a result of
international media reports on the caning of an American teenager
for vandalism in Singapore some years ago. Six out of 10
respondents referred to the strictness of Smgapore's political
AswPacific MedwEducator. Volume 1 1, September 1996
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system as "fake democracy", "dictatorship in real", "no freedom"l
"paternalistic" and "prison without walls".
While the students' overall image of Singaporeans was
positive, its political system was described as "dictatorial".
Although they considered Singaporeans as arrogantl a good
proportion of fuem would accept Singaporeans as relatives by
marriage (12%)1 or good friends (47%). These proportions were
second only to those for Australians.

Images Of
Malaysia

Malaysia as a place was frequently descnbed as: Coconut

trees; hot; humid; sorcery; Chinese not-well treated; culturally diverse;
low education; and delicious food. Frequent descriptors of Malaysians
were: Warm; simple; lazy; like dancing; hardworking; and low
education.
Malaysia seemed to be a mystery to Hong Kong people.
Many respondents named "sorcery" as their impression of
Malaysia. They had heard of stories about tourists being
"charmed" in Malaysia. However the stories were usually relayed
by "friends of friends" or in gossip magazmes. The respondents
painted a tropical picture of the place, with lots of coconut treesl
warm and humid climate and rubber plantations. Malaysia was
perceived as a tounst spot with beautiful scenery and cultural
diversity.
Malaysians were perceived to be "warm and simple",
"dancing a lot", "lazy", and "hardworking". These contrasting
impressions could be due to various personal experiences with
the people or with the image portrayed by mass media.
When the respondents were asked to indicate which race
were they referring to when they described Malaysians, only
slightly more than 10% said they were referring to Malays whereas
17% were referring to Indonesians. The students' simplified
depiction, we suspect, is due to the apparent similarihes in
complexion and physical features of Malaysians and Indonesians.
We were curious to know if the different ethnic groups
referred to have any influence on their perception of Malaysians.
We re-coded the type of ethnic groups into three categories,
namely, Chinese; Chinese mixed with Non-Chmese; and NonChinese which include Malays, Indonesians, Indians and Filipinos.
We noticed that only 25% of respondents had the Chmese ethnic
group in mind when they talked about their impressions of
Malaysians.
We found that among the three groups, the breakdown of
acceptance b J Hong Kong students was very similar across the
seven categories on the Bogardus Scale. The proportion of
accepting them as good friends 15 36% for ethnic Chinese, 39% for
Chinese mixed with non-Chinese; and 35% for non-Chinese.
l
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Similar patterns were fOtmd in accepting Malaysians as neighbours
and colleagues. We may conclude that the students' acceptance
of Malaysians is not based on ethnic ties.
In general, Hong Kong students were less willing to accept
Malaysians than Singaporeans as relatives by marriage (1%)
although more than one third (38%) would accept them as good
friends and 13% as neighbours.
As we noted earlier, some respondents have relatives and
friends in Malaysia. We wondered if this link would make a
difference in their acceptance of Malaysians. We ran at-test
between those who have friends and relatives and those without.
We found that the mean score for the group "With Friends and
Relatives" on the Bogardus Scale was 2.8 (N = 16) whereas the
mean for the group "Without Friends and Relatives" was 3.8 (N =
70), t-value =2.28 with df = 84, P < .03. The difference is statistically
significant. It shows that people who have friends and relatives in
Malaysia will be more likely to accept Malaysians than people
without friends or relatives there.
The image of Indonesia as a place was less favourable
among the Hong Kong students. The most frequently used
descriptions were: MysteriOUS; horrific; hot; beautiful scenery;
backward; rich ethnic culture; discrimznation against Chinese; big gap
between rich and poor; not hygienic; prawn chtps,
The descriptions of Indonesian people were: Dark
complexion; hardworking; warm; pure/simple; like hot & spicy jood with
good cooking skills; food has special character,
Hong Kong students had the impression that Chinese
were discriminated against in the country and there was a WIde
disparity between the rich and poor. The place 'was, however,
perceived to be beautiful with rich cultures, and the people are
warm and simple. In a wafJ Hong Kong students had a split image
about Indonesia between the place and its people. They have a
better, albeit vague, Impression of the people than the place,
On the acceptance level, only 2% of the respondents
accepted Indonesians as theIr rel"lhves by marriage. Still one-third
accepted them as good friends. The level of acceptance was similar
to that for Malaysians. But 1% of the university students would
choose to expel Indonesians from Hong Kong. Although the
percentages were small, it is quite discomforting to see this attitude
among highly educated Wliversity students. Further investigation
into the reasons and possibly bad experience in the mteractions
between the people of these places is warranted.
Hong Kong people probably have more contact with
Filipinos than people from other Asia-Pacific nations because many
Hong Kong families employ household helpers from the
AswPacrfic MediaEducator Volume 1 1. September 1996
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Philippines. 11% of the respondents indicated that their family
employed Filipino helpers and some had relatives in the
Philippines too. The images of Filipinos were much broader
and richer than those of other people in the countries under study
except Australia.
The commonly used descriptions of the Philippines were:

Typhoon attacks; volcanic eruptlOns; hot; poor; backward; chaotlc/war/
rebels; politlcally unstable.
The descriptions of Filipinos were varied: Dark complexlOn;
warm; hardworkmg; lazy; emotional; poor; low education; good
Catholics; Englzsh difficult to understand; nOlsy; good dancers; corrupt;
household maids; not hygienic.

Social
Distance
Between
HKStudents
And Others
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From the descriptions, we can see that the respondents
seemed to have broader mterachons with Filipmos. For example,
the respondents very often referred to the Filipinos' Catholic
religion and emotional character which were absent in the
descriptions of other peoples.
Some also mentioned having known other unlverslty
students from the Philippines. This suggested a better interaction
between the students of these two places through their contact
with the household helpers, of whom some were university
graduates.
Only 1% of the student respondents would accept
Filipinos as their relatives by marriage and about 3 out of 10
accepted Filipinos as good friends. The 3% response to expel
Filipinos from Hong Kong was probably due to some unpleasant
experience between the people of these two places.
As Hong Kong people have more contact with Filipinos
than others in this study, it seems natural that they would have
encountered some unpleasant experience in their interactions.
But this is a mere guess, there may be other reasons apart from
interpersonal interactions, for instance, media coverage of
Filipinos or personal family history in the place. More studies
are needed to throw light upon the factors contributing to this
unfnendly, though minor, attitude toward FilipinOS.
The distance between Hong Kong students and other
Asia-Pacific Countries' people are graphically represented ill the
following diagram on the next page.
From the diagram we can see that Australian "White"
people and Singaporean Chinese are sOClally closest to the Hong
Kong students, followed by Malaysians, Indoneslans and
Filipinos.
Generally, the students are friendly to the people from
these five nations. The average score for Filipinos, the lowest
among the five, is 4.1 which is just the ffilddle of the 7-point
Bogardus Scale. It indicates a level of acceptance up to the level
of being a colleague m the workplace.
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Fig. 1: Social Distance Between Hong Kong University
Students and Other Asia-Pacific People
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ong
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Note: The values in brackets are mean distances from Hong Kong people based
on a 7-POlDt Bogardus Social Distance Scale.

As Australia shows great interest in becoming part of Asia,
this study specifically asks the open question: "If an Australian
would like to know more about Hong Kong, what advice would
you give?"
We grouped the answers to this question into 7 categories:
Interpersonal Skills, What to Learn, Informahon Seeking, People
Contact, Where to Visit What to Experience, and VVhat Hong Kong
Characters to Note.
The students advised interested Australians to first equip
themselves with mterpersonal communIcation skills in order to
learn more about Hong Kong. These skills include "be friendly",
"be pohte", "don't take rejection so seriously", "take more
initiatives", and "don't racially discriminate",
Interested Australians were also advised to learn the local
dialect, Cantonese, as well as Chinese culture and values. They
thought a local game of "mahjong" and "karaoke" were also
important things to know in order to have a better understandmg
of Hong Kong.
The channels through which one can seek more information
about Hong Kong include Hong Kong movies, television,
newspapers and magazines. Many also suggested the Hong Kong
Tourist Association. There were also suggestions that Australians
should stay with Hong Kong families for a penod, make Hong
Kong fnends, or visit Hong Kong families. On where to visit,
they suggested housing estates where the majority of Hong Kong
people live, poor areas, hawker districts, wIth particular mentlOn
of the famous "Woman's Street", central busmess districts as well
as non-tourist areas.
Australians were further adVIsed to experience horse-racing
in Hong Kong which 15 one of the most popular recreations for
Hong Kong people During the Smo-BntIsh negotiations for the
reversion of Hong Kong to China in the early 19805, the Chinese
had to guarantee that after the reversion three major features in
Hong Kong must be retained, namely, stock speculation, ballroorndancing and horse-racing. The students also advise interested
AustralIans to use public transport during rush hours in order to
experience the congestion on buses and the mass transit raIlway.
AswPaClfic MedwEducator, Volume 1 I, September /996
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Finally, the students suggested that interested Australians
should note the special characters of Hong Kong and its people.
These include the people}s "hard-and-fast-working" attitude as
well as the selfish and arrogant side of the Hong Kong character.

Conclusion

From the study, we can see that some highly educated
young people in Hong Kong feel closest to Australians and
Singaporeans than to Malaysians} Indonesians and Filipinos.
Although they were less likely to accept people from the last three
places as their relatives by marriage} they were willing to accept
them as working colleagues. Only a very tiny percentage would
"expel" Indonesians and Filipinos from Hong Kong.
Hong Kong university students in this study generally have
more positive than negative images about the five countries and
their people. It may indicate an outward looking character of the
metropolitan city of Hong Kong. Hong Kong people seem to
have some knowledge about its region} although it may not be
entirely accurate. Accuracy in the images according to Boulding
(1956:114), does not matter much, because "the images become
realities and the real, however, defined, is really an image, since it
is the mutual perceptions that become the 'realities' producing
friendly or hostile actions".
As the cultures in Asia are diverse more studies of this
kind, on a larger scale and more intercultural level is called for.
In the process of intercultural understanding, mass media are
especially important in the initial stage. This study shows that
most people do not have friends} relatives or other first-hand
contacts in other countries. They form their impressions of other
countries probably on the basis of information provided by the
mass media or other second-hand interpersonal sources like
colleagues at work} schoolmates or peers. The interpersonal
sources, however, may in turn rely on mass media like
newspapers, television series, movies, magazines and books for
their impressions of foreIgn countries.
In a program for intercultural understanding, it will be vital
to examine not only people's mutual images, but also how and
why different peoples and places are represented as they are in
the mass medial both internatIonal and local. An understanding
of media representation of foreign cultures will help to unravel
some of the problems in intercultural communication and
understanding.
l

f
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Notes
1. The author acknowledges the consent of Dr. Lars Willnat in conductmg
the study In his classes; and the assistance of Ms. XueYl Chen and Mr
David N g in admimsterIng the survey.

References
Boulding, K 1956, "The tmage", Uruverslty of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
Davis, B. 1996, "Asia-Pacific olltlook", Austrahan, 3 January, p. 28.

Irwin, H 1988, "Current concerns in mainstream Untted States' interpersonal

communication research", Australian Journal of Communication, yol
13, pp. 16-30.

_ _ _ 1992, "Cultural sensitwlty and management communication

competence'''} AustrahanJournal of Commumcation, Yol.19, no 2, pp.
126-39.

____ 1996, Communicating With Asia: understandmg people and ctlstoms,
Allen & Unwin.
Kelabora, L., 1993, "The problem of images

In Australian relatwns wlth
southeast Asta wtth parttcular reference to Indonesia", Austraha in the

World: Perceptions and Possiblhhes, eds. D. Grant & G. Seat Black
Swan Press} Perth.
Kimmon, 5.1990. "TheoretIcal statisttcs", Acron (Mimeograph).
Merrill, J C. 1962, "The image of the us in ten Mexican dailtes"'} Journahsm
Quarterly, 39,203-209.
Races, A. 1963, "AustralIa's image in Asia", Llving with Asia: A DiscussIon
on Australia's Future, ed G. Barwick et al., The Australian InstItute of
International Affairs.
Sarantakos, S. 1993, "Social Research", Macmillan} South Melbourne.

Paul S.N. Lee, Ph D is associate professor at the Department ofJOllrnalzsm
and Communication at Chmese University ofHong Kong. He is currently a
VIsltmg Fellow at the School of CommUnicatIOn at Charles Sturt UmversttyBathurst Email: Plee@c5u.edu.au
ASIaPacrfic MedlaEducator. Volume 1 J. September /996

143

